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InvisibleFoundations:
Science,Democracy,andFaithamongthePragmatists
PatrickJ.Deneen
PrincetonUniversity
Todayscienceisalmostuniversallyregardedasanallyofdemocracy.Religion –
onceviewedbyTocquevilleasthegreatsupportofdem ocratic mores,incontrasttothe
materialismofthen -contemporaryatheistswhothreatenedtounderminedemocratic
commitments –isnowviewedbymanyasantitheticaltotheopennessandprovisionality
thatmarksbothscienceanddemocracy.Asframedbyt heneo -pragmatistRichardRorty,
religionisa“conversation -stopper,”theverydefinitionofanti -democratic,anti -scientific
anti- pragmatism.
Inthisregard,Rortyechoesthesentimentsofhisphilosophichero,JohnDewey.
Longacorefeatureofthep ragmatistagenda,Deweyrepeatedlyinsistedonthe
identificationof democracyand science.ForDewey,“science,education,andthe
democraticcausemeetasone,”asheconcludedina1944essayentitled“Democratic
FaithandEducation.” 1Thissentiment couldserveasacapstonetohislifelongbeliefthat
scienceanddemocracywerelargelyequivalentin“methodology”inasmuchasbothwere
animatedbyaspiritofinvestigation,constantreconsiderationandrevision,anda
practicalorientationtowardsolv ingdiscreteproblems.Morethansuchmethodological
similarities,however,forDeweyeachprojectwasimbuedwiththespiritofreligion,now
transferredfromtheChurchestoscientificanddemocraticactivities.“Itisthepartof
men,”Deweywrotein 1908,“tolaborpersistentlyandpatientlyfortheclarificationand
developmentofthepositivecreedoflifeimplicitindemocracyandinscience,andto
2workforthetransformationofallpracticalinstrumentalitiesofeducationtilltheyarein
harmonywiththeseideas.”Those“habitsofmind”thathesawasessentialinthis
mutuallysupportivepursuitofscienceanddemocracythrougheducationwere,aboveall,
“honesty,courage,sobriety,andfaith.” 2
NotwithstandingDewey’slinkingofscienceandde mocracyasobjectsofanew
“commonfaith,”religionandsciencearefamously,orinfamously,perceivedasdire
antagonists,lockedineternalbattleforthemindsandsoulsofbelievers.Fromantiquity
–inwhich,assomehaveargued,therewasamovemen tfrom muthos to logos –to
Galileo’sforcedrecantationbeforethePopein1634,tothemorefamiliarbattlesof
modernitysuchasthe1925Scopes“monkeytrial”andcontemporarybattlesover
scientificandreligiouspedagogy,religionandsciencehavebe enposedasdireandoften
fatalenemies. 3Religion,basedonfaith,isregardedasthepureoppositeofScience,
whichrestsonskepticism,hypothesisandprovisionalproof.
However,ithasbeenalsolongobservedthatscienceitselfrestsonaformof
faith,a“metaphysical”foundationthatpre -supposesacertainorderintheuniverse,that
presumeshumanintelligencetobeuniquelycapableofdiscerningthatorder,andthat
containsanimplicitassumptionabouttheinevitabilityofprogressinknowled geand,
ultimately,forhumankindgenerally. 4Aboveall,ifmostimplicitly,modernscienceinits
earliestconceptionrestsontheassumptionthatitsfindingswillbelargelybenignfor
humanbeings,bothinitstheoreticalimplicationsandinitspract icalapplications,
resultingintheprospectandrealizationofthe“reliefofman’sestate.”Theearliest
formulationsofthescientificprojectattestthattheheavensthemselvesintendfor
mankindtopursuethistheoreticalandappliedscientificenter prise,eveniftheexistence
3ofbeliefintheheavensispotentiallyshakenordisplacedintheprocess,sinceheaven
ultimatelyintendsimprovementinthehumancondition,liberationfromdrudgery,and
humandominionofnature. 5Eventually,scientificfa ithbecomesexplicitlylinkedto
democraticfaithbysomeprominentthinkerswhoseealinkbetweentheendsofthetwo
towardindividualliberation,improvementstohumanconditionthatcometoresemblethe
humaninterventioninacceleratingevolution,an dultimatelythecreationofthe“kingdom
ofGod,”orheaven,onearth.
Oftenframedinthelanguageofmythandinvokingreligiousimageryand
theologicallanguage,earlyproponentsofthescientificenterprisesoughttoreformulate
theconceptionofthe “religious”awayfromtheAugustinianorCalvinistbeliefinhuman
depravityandtheirredeemablenatureofearthlydomain.Assuch,scientificproponents
soughttoreplacesuchperceivedpessimisticbeliefswithmoreoptimisticfaithinthe
prospectsfo rhumanandnaturalameliorationbymeansofhumanendeavorand
investigation,andultimatelytheharnessing,manipulation,improvement,andeven
conquestofnature.Insteadofposingthisnew(or,forsome,renewed)enterpriseof
scientificinquiryas antithetical toreligion,manyprominentthinkerspromotedscientific
inquiryasaformofworship,amethodofinquirythatsoughttodivulgeGod’spresence
intheworld,andultimatelyasanendeavorthatwouldyieldpracticalbenefitswhich
themselveswo uldpermithumanascenttowardthestatusofdivinity.Thisenterprisewas
viewedasbothdemandedandsanctionedbyGod –apracticeundertakenoutofpiety
ratherthanapostasy. 6
DavidNoblehaspersuasivelydemonstratedthemillenarianinfluenceinth e
developmentofthis“religionoftechnology,”beginningwiththecontroversialabbot
4JoachimofFioreinthethirteenthcenturyanduncoveringcontinuitiesthrough
subsequentcenturiesinthethoughtofsuchfiguresasRogerBacon,GiordanoBruno,
FrancisBacon,RobertBoyle,the“CambridgePlatonists,”IsaacNewton,andinthemore
secularizedthoughtoftheFreemasons,KarlMarx,and,inAmerica,insuchthinkersas
EdwardBellamy. 7Noblecontendsthatcontemporaryscientificprojects,suchasspace
exploration,artificialintelligence,andtheriseofgeneticengineering,while“maskedby
asecularvocabulary,”areinfactactually“medievalinitsoriginandspirit.” 8While
longstandingreligiousdoctrineheldthathumanitywascreatedintheimag eofGodand
that,followingGenesis,Godgrantedhumanitydominionovertheearthanditscreatures,
followingAugustinianinfluencetheseteachingsdidnotmitigatebeliefinthe
fundamentalimperfectionofhumanitystemmingfromtheFallandtheprimary roleas
“caretaker”amidnatureratherthanonewhostoodapartfromnature. 9Themillenarian
tradition,however,departedradicallyfromtheseteachings,arguingthatman’sfallen
naturewasatemporaryconditionandthatthroughhisowneffortshecoul drecapturenot
onlythestateofinnocence,butbymeansofreadingandmanipulatingthe“text”of
natureitself,mancouldactuallyachieveaformofdivinity.Arepresentativestatementis
articulatedbyGiordanoBrunoattheendofthesixteenth -century,whostatedthatsuch
effort,incopyingthecreativeactivitiesofGod,issanctionedandordainedbyGod:
Providencehasdecreedthatmanshouldbeoccupiedinactionbythe
handsandincontemplationbytheintellect,butinsuchawaythathemay
notcontemplatewithoutactionorworkwithoutcontemplation.[And
thus]throughemulationoftheactionsofGodandunderthedirectionof
spiritualimpulse[men]sharpenedtheirwits,inventedindustriesand
5discoveredart.Andalways,fromdaytoday,b yforceofnecessity,from
thedepthsofthehumanmindrosenewandwonderfulinventions.Bythis
means,separatingthemselvesmoreandmorefromtheiranimalnaturesby
theirbusyandzealousemployment,theyclimbednearerthedivine
being.10
Themille narianandproto -scientifictradition –onethatincreasinglyunderstood
humanactivityasitselfthenecessarycomponenttobringaboutthekingdomofGodon
earth –repeatedlyemphasizedthreebeliefsthatconstitutethe“religionoftechnology”:
first,thebeliefinprogress;second,theidealofhumanself -transformation;andthird,the
aspirationofhumanascensiontogodliness.Eachoftheseendswastobeachievedby
meansofmasteryof“naturalphilosophy,”theforerunnerofscience.Ifthest oryofthe
Fallhadpreviouslybeenunderstoodtodefinestrictlimitsonhumanaspirationsandto
denythepossibilityofhumanperfectibility,millenarianinterpretationsincreasingly
understoodthestoryofAdam’stransgressiontoportrayatemporaryco nditionof
ignorancethatcouldbereversedbymeansofthedevelopmentofhumanknowledgeand
applicationsofinventionsanddiscoveries. 11Progresswasthus,ineffect,aprocessof
“rediscovery”ofwhatmankindhadlostatitspointoforigin,butthis secondtimenotas
anunearnedgiftfromGod’shand,butadivinelysanctionedresultofhumaninquiryinto
God’screation.ReflectingthisrenewedconfidenceinhumanperfectibilitywasJohn
Milton,whosurmisedthat“whenthecycleofuniversalknowled gehasbeencompleted,
stillthespiritwillberestlessinourdarkimprisonmenthere,anditwillroveaboutuntil
theboundsofcreationitselfnolongerlimitthedivinemagnificenceofitsquest….Truly
[man]willseemtohavethestarsunderhiscon trolanddominion,landandseaathis
6command,andthewindsandstormssubmissivetohiswill.MotherNatureherselfhas
surrenderedtohim.Itisasifsomegodhadabdicatedthegovernmentoftheworldand
committeditsjustice,laws,andadministrat iontohimasruler.” 12
Amongtheearliestandmostcelebratedcallsfortheprospectsofnear -infinite
humanself -improvementwasPicodellaMirandola’s1486“OrationontheDignityof
Man”whichevincesthistripartitebeliefinprogress,self -transformationandthe
possibilityofhumanityascendingtodivinitybymeansofscience.Evokingaversionof
thePrometheusmythaspurportedlyrelatedbyProtagorasinPlato’sdialogue
Protagoras,Picoatonce“updates”theancienttaleforaChristianaudience and
transformstheBiblicalstoryofcreationastoldinGenesisintooneinwhichhuman
beingsavoidtheFallandfurtherbecomedefinedbyaveryabsenceoffixedproperties.
Godcreateshumankindasanafterthought,havingfashionedallofexistenceb utwithout
anycreaturethatcould“pondertheplanofsogreatawork,toloveitsbeauty,andto
wonderatitsvastness.” 13SinceHehadnotinitiallyplannedtocreatemankind,Godhas
alreadyexhaustedallofthe“archetypes”andthereexistsnomodel remaininginhis
“treasure-houses”uponwhichtobasethisnewcreature.“Allwasnowcomplete;all
thingshadbeenassignedtothehighest,themiddle,andthelowestorders.” 14
WhilePico’sportrayalofDivineoversightandlimitationhererunstherisk of
blasphemy,hemovestoaffirmGod’slimitlesspowersofcreationbydescribingthe
fashioningofacreature without fixedqualitiesortalents:
Hethereforetookmanasacreatureofindeterminatenatureand,assigning
himaplaceinthemiddleofthe world,addressedhimthus:“Neitherfixed
abodenoraformthatisthinealonenoranyfunctionpeculiartothyself
7havewegiventhe,Adam,totheendthataccordingtothylongingand
accordingtothyjudgmentthoumayesthaveandpossesswhatabodeand
whatfunctionsthouthyselfdesire.Thenatureofallotherbeingsis
limitedandconstrainedwithintheboundsoflawsprescribedbyUs.
Thou,constrainedbynolimits,inaccordancewiththineownfreewill,in
whosehandWehaveplacedthee,shaltor dainforthyselfthelimitsofthy
nature.Wehavesettheeattheworld’scenterthatthoumayestfrom
thencemoreeasilyobservewhateverisintheworld.Wehavemadethee
neitherofheavennorofearth,neithermortalnorimmortal,sothatwith
freedomofchoiceandwithhonor,asthoughthemakerandmolderof
thyself,thoumayestfashionthyselfinwhatevershapethoushaltprefer.
Thoushalthavethepowertodegenerateintothelowerformsoflife,
whicharebrutish.Thoushalthavethepower,o utofthysoul’sjudgment,
toberebornintothehigherforms,whicharedivine. 15
Becauseofthisuniqueandsingularoriginanddestiny,humansexistata“rankto
beenviednotonlybybrutesbutevenbythestarsandbymindsbeyondthisworld.” 16
CombinedwithhisportrayalofGodaslimitedtocreatingbasedonpre -existing
“archetypes”towhichHecannotadd(thushavingonlyrecoursetothefashioningof
humanswithoutqualities),thisconceptionofhumanityasentirelyself -creatinghintsata
curiousdisplacementandreversalofthedivineandthehuman:God“creates”humanity
tobeself -creating,even“self -transforming,”potentiallygrowinginto“aheavenlybeing”
(ifrational),“anangelandthesonofGod”(ifintellectual),oronethat“made onewith
God…shallsurpassthemall(ifwithdrawn“intothecenterofhisownunity”).” 17Godis
8constrainedinhiscreationofhumanitybythepriorexistenceofuncreated“archetypes,”
indicatingacuriouslylimiteddeitywhoneverthelessnegotiatest heselimitsbymeansof
thecreationofacreaturethatdoesnotappear,intheend,tobesolimited.IfGod’slimits
forcehimtocreatemankindasacreaturewithoutqualities,humanityinturnbecomesa
creaturewhocreates,onethatcanevenmakeits elfintoadivinebeing –somethingthat
Godcouldnotdo,sincethedivineisitselfuncreated,whereashumansarenotlimitedto
thosesameprior“archetypes.”
Whilethenecessityandthesepowersofself -creationcomeinitiallyfromGod,
theycanonlyb eexercisedandrealizedbyhumans.Godintendsforhumanbeingsto
makeasmuchofthemselvesastheycan –eventothepointoftransformingthemselves
intodivinebeings.Thus,Godsanctionsandblesseshumanattemptsatself -perfection.
Picomakest hisclearinhiscallforhumanitytoembrace“naturalphilosophy,”the
philosophicalinvestigationofnaturalphenomenon.Despiteleavingmankindwithout
qualities,Godgivestohumanitythescriptbymeanswhichitcanavoidadescentinto
depravityand insteadattainadivinecondition.Distinguishingalaudableformof
“magic”fromaformofdeceptiveconjuring(Picopraisesthe magus whois“theservant
ofnatureandnotacontriver” 18),hedescribeshowthe magus canbecome“rulerand
lord”by“call ingforthintothelightasiffromtheirhiding -placesthepowersscattered
andsownintheworldbytheloving -kindnessofGod,”andthus“doesnotsomuchwork
wondersasdiligentlyserveawonder -workingnature.”Thisinvestigator“bringsforth
intot heopenthemiraclesconcealedintherecessesoftheworld,inthedepthsofnature,
andinthestorehousesandthemysteriesofGod,justasifsheherselfweretheirmaker;
9and,asthefarmerwedstheelmstovines,evendoesthe magus wedearthtoheav en,that
is,hewedslowerthingstotheendowmentsandpowersofhigherthings.” 19
Thisknowledgeisnot,however,theresultofsuperficialinvestigationintothe
naturalworld.Rather,byundertakingtodiscernGod’smysterieshiddenthroughoutthe
earthandtheheavens,finallyto“wedearthtoheaven,”mankindascendstoagodlike
status.
Oncewehaveachievedthisbytheartofdiscourseandreasoning,then,
inspiredbytheCherubicspirit,usingphilosophythroughthestepsofthe
ladder,thatis,of nature,andpenetratingallthingsfromcentertocenter,
weshalldescend,withtitanicforcerendingtheunitylikeOsirisintomany
parts,andweshallsometimesascend,withtheforceofPhoebuscollecting
thepartslikethelimbsofOsirisintoaunit y,until,restingatlastinthe
bosomoftheFatherwhoisabovetheladder,weshallbemadeperfect
withthefelicityoftheology. 20
Humanperfectibilityiswithinitsownpower,achievedbymeansof“reading”and
interpretingthetextofnaturewherein liehiddenGod’shintsofhowtoachieveakindof
divinity.If“theology”isneededtoachievefinalperfection,Picosuggeststhroughout
thatthemostpiousformofinquiry –theoneintendedbyGodatthetimeofhumanity’s
creation –istheeffortto understanddivineintentionthroughthescientificinvestigation
ofnature.
Pico’semphasisonGod’shiddenmysteriesandtheroleofhumanityinexposing
andexploitingthosecluesisechoedinFrancisBacon’sfrequentinvocationofProverbs
25:2,“It isthegloryofGodtoconcealathing:butthehonorofkingstosearchoutthe
10
matter.”21WhileBacon’sworkisoftencitedforitsinfluenceinthemodernbeliefin
progress –especiallytheprogressachievedbymeansofascientificenterprisededicat ed
tothe“benefitanduseofmen” –lessoftenperceivedareBacon’saccompanyingbelief
inthepossibilityofhumantransformationbymeansofscientificadvancement,and
ultimatelytheprospectofhim“similitude”tothestatusoftheDivine. 22IfBacon is
regardedastheprogenitorofthesecularmodernscientificproject,itisnolesstruethat
heperceivedthatproject’ssecularaimstobewhollyinkeepingwithdivinestricturesand
ultimatelyundertakenunderdivinesanctionandwithanendtothe greatergloryofGod
andtheultimatedeificationofhumanity.
Echoingthebeliefofmanymillenarians,Baconrejectedthesuggestionthat
mankind’sfallfromEdenindicatedthathumaninquirywasforbiddenordiscouraged,but
inaspiritofpietyconclud edthatsuchinquiryshouldnotbeundertakenasaneffortto
displaceGod.Bacondistinguishedbetweenrightfulformofhumandominioninthe
earthlyrealmandtheillegitimateattemptbymankindtofreeitselfaltogetherfromGod’s
commandments.23Inqui ryistobelimitedbythisouterboundary,tobeundertakenatall
timeswithpietyandobeisancetodivinemajesty.Thus,Baconwrites,“allknowledgeis
tobelimitedbyreligion….” 24
Yetthesestricturesarenotaslimitingastheymightfirstappear. In Valerius
Terminus or“OftheInterpretationofNature” –anearlyfragmentarywork,believedto
havebeenwrittenin1603inpreparationfor TheAdvancementofLearning –Bacon
arguedthatmankindinEden,liketherebellingangels,hadsoughtto“asc endandbelike
untotheHighest,”andinstructivelyadds,“notGod,butthehighest.” 25Thetransgression
ofLuciferandtheangels,likethetransgressionofAdamandEveinthegardenofEden,
11
wastoseektobecome higher thanGodratherthanseekingto be likeGod.Whilethe
attempttogain“knowledgeofgoodandevil”intrudedinto“God’ssecretsand
mysteries,”Adam’sdominionovernature before theFall –indicatedespeciallybyhis
namingoftheanimals –revealedthatinquiryandknowledgewasthe properprovenance
ofprelapsarianhumankind. 26Baconconcludesthat,“astothegoodnessofGod,thereis
nodangerincontendingoradvancingtowardsasimilitudethereof,asthatwhichisopen
andpropoundedtoourimitation.” 27
The“limitation”demande dbyreligiononscientificinquiryisrevealedessentially
topresentnolimitationatall.Pietyrequiresthoroughhumaninvestigationand
harnessingofallnaturalphenomena:“Forthatnothingparceloftheworldisdeniedto
man’sinquiryandinvent ion….”28“Heavenandearthdoconspireandcontributetothe
useandbenefitofman,”Baconinsisted,pointingtoaconfluenceofsacredandsecular
groundsforthepursuitofknowledge. 29Divinescripture“invite[s]ustoconsiderandto
magnifythegreat andwonderfulworksofGod,”anacknowledgementwhichleads
Bacontoadmonishhisreadersthat“religionshoulddearlyprotectallincreaseofnatural
knowledge.”30
Bymeansofproperlypursuingtheadvancementoflearning –notinthemanner
ofAdamin precipitatingtheFallbyseekingtheknowledgeofgoodandevil,butratherin
themannerofAdam prior totheFall –mankindcouldhopetoreversetheconsequences
oftheFall.Throughinvestigationandartificemankindcouldre -achievewhatwasonce
itsdivineinheritance,andbymeansofinquiryitmightrestoretheprelapsariancondition
ofplenitude,ease,peace,andevenimmortality. 31Thepursuitofthisrightfulformof
inquirycouldbeexpectedtoleadto
12
arestitutionandreinvesting(ingreat part)ofmantothesovereigntyand
power(forwhensoeverheshallbeabletocallthecreaturesbytheirtrue
namesheshallagaincommandthem)whichhehadinhisfirststateof
creation.Andtospeakplainlyandclearly,itisadiscoveryofall
operationsandpossibilitiesofoperationsfromimmortality(ifitwere
possible)tothemeanestmechanicalpractice. 32
Beyondthosedesirableifstill“vulgar”endsofknowledge –whichinclude“imperialand
militaryvirtue”aswellas“powerandcommandment”o verotherhumans –isthemost
sublimeandfinalendofknowledge:bymeansoflearning,“manascendethtothe
heavens”andachievesthattowhich“man’snaturedothmostaspire,whichis
immortalityorcontinuance.” 33
Baconunveilshisconfidenceinhuman masteryoftheuniverse,evenbeyondthat
ofGod,perhapsmostsuggestively,ifsubtly,inhisre -tellingandinterpretationofthe
mythofPrometheusin TheWisdomoftheAncients .Deployingthesametacticas
ProtagorasandPicodellaMirandolabefore him,andPercyByssheShelleyafterhim,the
Prometheanmythprovidesfertilegroundinwhichto“rediscover”mankind’spowersand
restorehumanoptimismofitscentralplaceinthenaturalandevendivineorder.While
retainingenoughelementsofthetal etoappearfaithfultotheoriginalmyth,Baconinfact
altersseveralfamiliarelementsinordertopermitaninterpretationthatismost
sympathetictomankind’scapacityandpointstothepossibilityofhumantransformation
andevenexhaltationoverth edivine.
“Prometheus,ortheStateofMan(ExplainedofanoverrulingProvidence,andof
HumanNature)”isthelongestofBacon’sthirty -oneretellingsofclassicmythsin The
13
WisdomoftheAncients .Baconhadcausetowishtocallattentiontotheessay ,foritisa
subtlycraftedexpositionofhumanity’splaceinthenaturalanddivineorder,andfurther,
anexhortationforhumanitytoimproveitspositionwithinthatorder(thus,tothatextent,
itresemblesinmorethansubjectmatterPico’s“Oration” ).Asintheversionsby
ProtagorasandPico,BaconrelatesthatPrometheuscreatedhumanityandatsomepoint
hestolefirefromthegodsandgaveittohumanity.Atthispoint,however,Bacon
departsfromknownversionsofthemyth:mankindrespondst othisgiftwith ingratitude,
andarrangesforPrometheustobetriedbyJupiter.Curiously,Jupiterisdelightedwith
humanity’seffortstoprosecutePrometheusandbytheirpossessionoffire,andextendsto
themperpetualyouth.Humanityfoolishlygiv esawaythelattergifttoanass,whothen
subsequentlygivesittotheraceofserpents.Nevertheless(accordingtoBacon),
Prometheuscontinueshis“unwarrantablepractices”(ratherthan,astheclassicmythhad
it,protectinghumanity)bydeceivingJu piterintochoosinganunworthysacrifice,andfor
hisdeceptionheprovokesJupitertofashionapunishmentagainsthumanityintheform
ofPandoraandaboxofcurses.Prometheusisalsoboundinchainstothesideofa
mountainwhereavulturedailyco nsumeshisliver,andisreleasedfromthispunishment
onlywhenHerculessailsbyupontheocean,shootsthebirdandsetsPrometheusfree. 34
Inhisexplanation,Baconvarieshisaccountofthesymbolicmeaningof
Prometheus,butattheoutsethestatesth at“Prometheusclearlyandexpresslysignifies
Providence.”35By“providence”BaconseemstosuggestthatPrometheussymbolizes
mankind’sdivinely -ordaineddestiny,therepositoryofGod’splansfortheuniverse(thus,
hewrites,“providenceisimplantedi nthehumanmindinconformitywith,andbythe
directionandthedesignofthegreateroverrulingProvidence” 36).The“principal”ground
14
forunderstandingPrometheustosignifyProvidenceisbecause“manseemstobethe
thinginwhichthewholeworldcent ers,withrespecttofinalcauses”asexplainedat
lengthbyBacon:
Sothatifhe[i.e.,mankind]wereaway,allotherthingswouldstrayand
fluctuate,withoutendorintention,orbecomeperfectlydisjointed,andout
offrame;forallthingsaremadesubs ervienttoman,andhereceivesuse
andbenefitfromthemall.Thustherevolutions,places,andperiods,of
thecelestialbodies,servehimfordistinguishingtimesandseasons,and
fordividingtheworldintodifferentregions;themeteorsaffordhim
prognosticationsoftheweather;thewindssailourships,driveourmills,
andmoveourmachines;andthevegetablesandanimalsofallkinds
eitheraffordusmatterforhousesandhabitations,clothing,food,physic;
ortendtoease,ordelight,tosuppo rt,ortorefreshussothateverythingin
natureseemsnotmadeforitself,butforman. 37
Prometheus, qua Providence,wouldappeartobeaworthyobjectofhuman
gratitudeandpraiseforthisbountyofnaturalprovisionsandhumandominion,butBacon
heresurpriseswithhisinterpretationof hisown departurefromthetraditionaltale,in
which,asBaconrelates,Prometheusreceivesinstead ingratitudefromhumanityforhis
gifts.Callingit“aremarkablepartofthefable”(which,clearly,itis,inasmu chasBacon
himselffashionedit),herecognizesthat“itmayseemstrangethatthesinofingratitudeto
acreatorandbenefactor,asinsoheinousastoincludealmostallothers,shouldmeet
withapprobationandreward.” 38However,Baconassertsthatth efableteachesits
perceptivereadersthatsuchingratitude“proceedsfromamostnobleandlaudabletemper
15
ofthemind,”namelythatthose“whoarraignandaccusebothnatureandart,andare
alwaysfullofcomplaintsagainstthem…areperpetuallystirr eduptofreshindustryand
newdiscoveries.” 39Bycontrast,thosewhostandinaweofhumanity’splaceinthe
universe –andexpressgratitudeforthisposition –areinfactsubjecttothinkthemselves
satisfiedwiththeircurrentstate,and“rest,witho utfurtherinquiry.”Thislattercondition,
Baconavers,shows“littleregardtothedivinenature.” 40
Inhisinterpretationoftheprecedingpassage,Baconsubtlyshiftsthegroundfrom
hisinitialidentificationofPrometheuswith“Providence”thatdirec tsmankind –a
providencethataffordsmen“mindandunderstanding” 41 –tooneinwhichsuch
providenceisitselfsubjecttoastrenuousandaccusatoryformofhumaninquirythatit
affordedinthefirstinstance.Ingratitudeonlyappearsatfirstglancet obeasin:infact,
ingratitude –whetherto“acreatorandbenefactor”(whichonlyappears“heinous”),orto
“natureandart”(whichispraiseworthy) –inbothcasesiscuriouslysanctionedand
ultimatelyrewardedby“thedivinenature.”EchoingPico’s treatment,Baconsuggests
thathumanityisprovidentiallygiventhenecessarytoolsbywhichto“arraignand
accuse”Providence,andcanexpecttoberewardedfortheseexertionsbyahigherpower
–eventoreceivethegiftofimmortality.Humanityhas onlyunsuccessfullypursuedthe
possibilityofimmortalityduetoimpatienceandunnecessaryabstraction,butitisnow
withinitsreach –havingnowtheexampleoftheancientsbothtoemulateandtoimprove
upon– tobecome,likethepatientass,“ausef ulbearerofanewandaccumulateddivine
bountytomankind.” 42
Asiftoconstraintheimpiousimplicationsofhisanalysis,Baconconcludeswith
aninterpretationofthatsectionofthemythinwhichpunishmentisinflicteddailyupon
16
Prometheusbyaneagl e,suggestingthatthisimageaffordsawarningagainst
overweeningandimpiousinquiries.“Themeaningseemstobethis,”Baconwrites,“that
whenmenarepuffedupwithartsandknowledge,theyoftentrytosubdueeventhe
divinewisdomandbringitund erthedominionofsenseandreason,whenceinevitably
followsaperpetualandrestlessrendingandtearingofthemind.Asoberandhumble
distinctionmust,therefore,bemadebetwixtdivineandhumanthings,andbetwixtthe
oraclesofsenseandfaith….” 43Almostunnoticeably,Baconhasreplacedhisinitial
interpretationidentifyingPrometheuswith“Providence”withonethatidentifies
Prometheuswithhumanity.Yet,itisasubtletransformationthathasinfactbeen
effectedbymeansofthepreceding“ explanation”oftheneedtousethegiftsof
providencetointerrogateprovidence,andeffectivelymakeone’sownnewkindof
“providence”bymeansofthosegifts.Ifhumanity,ineffect,makesitselfintoitsown
providentialagent,thenitnowstandsno longeratoddswithPrometheus,butinstead
againstZeus –theimplied“higherpower”thatstandsevenaboveProvidence.Bacon’s
warningseemstobe,lestwetemptthekindofpunishmentvisiteduponPrometheusby
Zeus –thatdaily“rendingandtearing” –wemusthumblyacknowledgethedistinction
between“divineandhumanthings.”
Thatmightconcludemattersbutforthehighlycuriousinterpretivepassagethat
has precededthisexplanationofPrometheus’punishmentwhich,intheoriginalfable
relatedby Bacon,infact follows thedescriptionofthePrometheus’dailytorture.Bacon
interpretsthe freeingofPrometheus beforehisinterpretationofthepunishment. 44Thus,
thoughhisexplanation precedes thisapparentlyfinalwarningabouttheneedforhuma n
piety,infactthepriorinterpretationofHercules’roleinPrometheus’liberationisthe
17
“final”lessonoftheallegoryinspiteofitspenultimateplacementintheinterpretation.
AsfortheroleofHercules,Baconwrites
evenPrometheushadnotthe powertofreehimself,butowedhis
deliverancetoanother;fornonaturalinbredforceandfortitudecould
proveequaltosuchatask.Thepowerofreleasinghimcamefromthe
utmostconfinesoftheocean,andfromthesun;thatis,fromApollo,or
knowledge….Accordingly,Virgil…account[s]himhappywhoknows
thecauseofthings,andhasconqueredallhisfears,apprehensions,and
superstitions.45
Curiously,Prometheus –whohadprovidedhumanitywiththecapacitytoforgehisown
inquiries,eventoth epointof“arraigning”Prometheus,or“Providence” –doesnotnow
possesstheabilitiestofreehimself.Hehasnotconqueredallofhisfears –fearsthathe
hasnothithertoevincedinhiswillingnesstocombatZeus –suggestingthathisfinalfear
is hisunwillingnesstopossessthepowerthatwouldforestallhispunishment(or
superstitiousfearofpunishment)andmakehisliberationatthehandsofanother
unnecessary.Herculesrepresentsthefearlessscientistordiscoverer –hewho“supports
andc onfirmsthehumanmind” –whofinallyliberatesthenowhumanizedPrometheus
fromhisfinal“fears,apprehensionsandsuperstitions.”Theprospectofliberationatthe
handsofHerculesmakesthefearofZeussuperfluousandapprehensionofpunishment
nugatory,since,byemulatingHercules,humanityhasnofearofanyexternalformof
bondagegiventhatitpossessesofallthemeansofself -liberation.Thefinalstatementon
thesignificanceofHercules –andhence,oftheparableitself –confirmsthath uman
transformationandascendancetothestatusofhumandivinityisthetrueobjectof
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Bacon’steaching:“asif,throughthenarrownessofournature,ortoogreatafragility
thereof,wewereabsolutelyincapableofthatfortitudeandconstancytowhic hSeneca
finelyalludes,whenhesays:‘Itisanoblething,atoncetoparticipateinthefrailtyof
manandthesecurityofagod.’” 46Baconsoughttoremakehumanity,bymeansofthe
advancementoflearninganditsresultingaimat“thegloryoftheCre atorandthereliefof
man’sestate,”allowinghumanitytoachievetheirduestatus,“notanimalsontheirhind
legs,butmortalgods.” 47
Baconmaybeacuriousandobjectionableimputedbackgroundsourceforthe
eventualidentificationbetweenadvancesin scienceanddemocracy,especiallygiventhat
Baconwasacommittedmonarchistandfrequentlyrecommendedsecrecyinpolitical
matters.48YetBaconadvancesargumentsonbehalfofthescientificenterprisethatare
easilyassimilatedtodemocraticends,an dindeed,mayevenleadlogicallyand
necessarilyinthatdirection –atrajectoryofwhichBacon,inseveralmoments,appeared
himselftobewellaware.
Thereis,ofcourse,apotentialtensionbetweenthescientificenterprisewhich
emphasizestherole ofexpertiseandeliteknowledge,anddemocracy’sexpectationofthe
basiccompetenceamong,andwidespreadparticipationof,thecitizenry.Eventhemost
ferventdemocratshaverecognizedthatinformedelitesplayaroleinthecultivationof
intelligenceandjudgmentamongthepopulace.JohnDewey,forexample,readily
recognizedthat“formostmen,savethescientificworkers,scienceisamysteryinthe
handsofinitiates….” 49Moderndemocracyrequiressufficientknowledgeofcomplex
issues,requiring notonlythemeansofcommunicationthatadequatelydisseminate
informationandknowledge,butadequatelydevelopedindividualunderstandingof
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methodsofinquiryandanalysis.ForDewey,modernAmericahadsuccessfullyachieved
theformer,butwaswoefu llyinsufficientindevelopmentofthelatter.AnsweringWalter
Lippmann’squestioningofthepoliticalcompetencyoftheordinaryperson,Deweycalled
forthe“artful”presentationofthelatestadvancesinscientificinquiry,likeningthe
successfuldis seminationofknowledgeof“enormousandwidespreadhumanbearing”to
enticingformsofliterarypresentation.Bymeansofsuchartisticallyrendered
knowledge,Deweybelievedthatthecreationofa“GreatCommunity”waspossible,one
composedof“anorga nized,articulatePublic.”HereDeweyacknowledgesthecentral
rolenotofascientistorinventor,buttodemocracy’s“seer,”WaltWhitman.He
concludedthatdemocracywouldachieveaconsummationwhen“freesocialinquiryis
indissolublyweddedtothe artoffullandmovingcommunication.” 50
InboththeserespectsBaconanticipatesthis“wedding”ofscientificinquiryand
democracy,particularlybylinkingthemethodofscientificinquirytotheconcomitant
ameliorationofthehumancondition,broughta boutbytheresultantpracticalapplications
anddevicesthatwouldexpandopportunitiesforleisureanduniversalcommunication.In
severalinstancesBaconemphasizedhowhisrecommendedformofscientificinquiryis
basedupon,andsubstantivelypromote s,akindofequality.Denyingthatthescientific
enterprisecallsforakindofspecializedandeliteknowledge,inthe NovumOrganum
Baconassertedthattheformofinquiryherecommendedwasuniversallyaccessible:
Mymethodofscientificdiscoveryle avesonlyasmallroletosharpness
andpowerofwits,butputsallwitsandunderstandingsmoreorlessona
level.Forjustasdrawingastraightlineoraperfectcirclesimplybyhand
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callsforaverysteadyandpracticedhand,butlittleornoskill ifaruleror
pairofcompassesisused,soitiswithmymethod. 51
Baconthussuggestedthathismethodadvancestwoformsofequality –onethatis
intrinsictothemethoditself(“putsallwitsandunderstandingsmoreorlessonalevel”),
andtheother thatistheresultofpracticalapplicationsderivingfromthesuccessful
inquiryintonaturalcauses(“littleornoskill[isrequired]ifarulerorpairofcompasses
isused”).
Baconwaskeenlyawareoftheegalitarian,andevendemocratic,implicatio nsof
themethodologyitself.Ashestatedearlyinhiswritings,“howsoevergovernmentshave
severalforms,sometimesonegoverning,sometimesfew,sometimesthemultitude;yet
thestateofknowledgeisevera Democratie,andthatprevailethwhichismos tagreeable
tothesensesandconceitsofthepeople.” 52Inseekingtoemploythemethodofscientific
inquiry –onethat“putsallwitsandunderstandingsmoreorlessonalevel” –the
expectedresultisthediscoveryofnewapplicationsthatlightenthe burdensofhumanity,
increaselongevity,andpromotesocialintercoursebetweencitizensandpeopleofvarying
nations.WritingintheNewAtlantis aboutthefinalaimofthe“Salomon’sHouse,”or
“TheCollegeofSixDays,”Baconwrotethat“theEndofo urFoundationisthe
knowledgeofCauses,andthesecretmotionsofthings;andtheenlargingofthebounds
ofHumanEmpire,totheeffectingofallthingspossible.” 53Thediscoveryof“secret
motions”andsubsequentinventionsthatimproveuponnature’s bountyallowsforthe
increasedlikelihoodofpracticalhumanequality –suchastheuniversalcapacityoffered
bythe“compass,”whenpreviouslyonlyaskilledhandcoulddrawaperfectcircle.Both
themethodofscientificinquiry,anditsresultantapp lications,pointtoademocratic
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trajectorythatwasperceivedevenbyBacon,andbecamereadilyapparenttofull -blown
democraticfaithful.
Dewey,forinstance,sparednopraiseforBacon,callinghim“theforerunnerof
thespiritofmodernlife,”the“re alfounderofmodernthought,”and“theprophetofa
pragmaticconceptionofknowledge.” 54InparticularDeweypraisedthreeaspectsof
Bacon’spracticalphilosophy:first,hisinsistencethat“knowledgeispower,”orthattrue
knowledgeleadstohumanem powermentovernaturalphenomena;second,his“senseof
progressastheaimandtestofgenuineknowledge,”thecontinualameliorationofthe
humanconditionbymeansofunceasinginvestigationandinterrogationofnature;and
third,hisinsightthatledt otheperfectionoftheinductivemethodofexperimentation,
onethatstressedactivityandtheconstant“invasionoftheunknown”basedonthe
rejectionofcertaintyandtheembraceofever -constantdoubt. 55In ThePublicandIts
Problems,Deweyarticulat edhowthisapproachtohumanknowledge –onethataimedat
practicalameliorationofconditionsaswellasexpandingcirclesofknowledge
throughoutthecitizenry –wastheessenceofdemocraticlife.Beyondmeresuffrageor
distantoversightovertheac tivityofitsrepresentatives, activeand universal inquiryand
ameliorationwasthebasisofatruedemocracy.Inthissense,Deweyaverred,“thecure
fortheailmentsofdemocracyismoredemocracy.” 56IfBacondidnotseethefull
implicationsofhiso wnanalysis,never“discoveredthelandofpromise,”Deweyinsists
that“heproclaimedthenewgoalandbyfaithhedescrieditsfeaturesfromafar.” 57
OneseesthefinalaimofBaconianscienceinitsoriginalconception –namely,
thetransformationofhum anity –continuetobearticulatedamongproponentsof
democracy,butofteninlessovertlyreligioustonesasthoseemployedbyBacon.Indeed,
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ironically,duetotheinterveninghistoryinwhichreligionhasbeenperceivedtobemore
hostilethanfriendl ytowardthescientificenterprise,defendersofthescientificfaithhave
advancedclaimstohumantransformationasaprospectinspiteof,andantitheticalto,
traditionalreligiousbelief. 58RichardRortycapturesthedualreligiousandanti -religious
senseofthisbeliefinthetransformativepowersofhumanitybymeansoftheinterlinking
ofscience –asthemeansof“relievingthehumanestate” –anddemocracy:
Inpastagesoftheworld,thingsweresobadthat“areasontobelieve,a
wayoftotake theworldbythethroat”washardtogetexceptbylooking
toapowernotourselves.Inthosedays,therewaslittlechoicebutto
sacrificetheintellectinordertograspholdofthepremisesofpractical
syllogisms –premisesconcerningtheafter -deathconsequencesof
baptism,pilgrimageorparticipationinholywars.Tobeimaginativeand
tobereligious,inthosedarktimes,cametoalmostthesamething –for
thisworldwastoowretchedtoliftuptheheart.Butthingsaredifferent
now,becauseof humanbeings’gradualsuccessinmakingtheirlives,and
theirworld,lesswretched.Nonreligiousformsofromancehave
flourished –ifonlyinthoseluckypartsoftheworldwherewealth,leisure,
literacy,anddemocracyhaveworkedtogethertoprolong ourlivesandfill
ourlibraries. 59
ForRorty,theopportunitiesaffordedbythesecontemporaryadvances –onesthathe
frequentlyandgratefullyattributestoBacon’sproto -pragmaticargumentsinfavorof
“knowledgeaspower” 60 –allownowforustobe“c arriedbeyondpresentlyused
23
language.”61Humanitytransformsitselfbymeansofnewusesandemploymentof
language,accordingtoRorty’sadmonitionof“liberalirony.” 62
Foralltheconfidenceintheprospectofdemocraticconsummationandhuman
transformationaffordedbythemodernscientificenterpriseasexpressedbysuch
optimisticthinkersasDeweyandRorty,therehaspersistedthemisgivingthatthe
scientificprojectmaynotbeasseamlesslysupportiveofdemocracy’saimsasmightbe
hopedbythe mostfaithfuldevotees.Oneonlyneedsconsiderthosesocialscientistsof
theearlytwentieth -century –suchas1934’sA.P.S.A.PresidentWalterShepard,whose
scientificconclusionspromptedhimtocallforathoroughreconsiderationandrevisionof
theprevailing“democraticfaith” –toperceivethesourceofcontinuedmisgivingsabout
therelationshipbetweenthescientificenterpriseanddemocracy.Totheextentthateach
restsonakindoffaithinabetterfuture,however,itisnotsurprisingtof indtestamentsof
faiththatendorse,promote,andevenproselytizeonbehalfofastrengthenedfaithinthe
sharedaimsofscienceanddemocracy. 63
Onenoteworthydocumentthataffirmsafirmconnectionbetweendemocracyand
theendsofscience(asagains tthemoresuspectformsofreligiousfaith)isthe
ProceedingsofaconferenceheldinNewYorkCityinMay,1943,entitled TheScientific
SpiritandDemocraticFaith .64Organizedinparttocombatthethreatposedbythe
“closedsociety”offascism,asw ellastorepudiateperceivedauthoritarianleaningsof
religiousorganizationswithinliberaldemocraticsocieties,theconferencegathered
togetherbothprominentdemocratictheorists –suchasHoraceM.Kallen –aswellas
practicingscientistsofdiffe rentstripes,allwithacommonambitiontoargueonbehalfof
“anessentialinterrelation”betweenscienceanddemocracy. 65Mostremarkableaboutthe
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documentistheextenttowhichthetensionthattheconferencesoughtimplicitlytodispel
–thefearth atthescientificprojectanddemocracymaynotbealtogethercompatible
enterprises –wasinfact deepenedbyacuriousdisconnectionbetweenthevisionofthe
conference’sdemocratictheoristsanditsscientists.Onemightsuspectthatthe
conference’s participantsbecameanxiousastheconferenceunfolded;yet,amidthe
sharedoptimismoverthestronglinkageofscienceanddemocracy,therewasanabsence
ofreflectionupontheimplicationsoftheproceedings,andnoself -consciousnotesof
cautionduri ngtheconference.
Infusedwiththespiritofpragmatism –oneoftheorganizersexplicitlystatesthat
theparticipantswere“radicaldemocrats”inthespiritofEmersonandbelongedtothe
AmericanphilosophictraditionofWilliamJamesandJohnDewey –thepapersofthe
firsthalfofthevolumestronglyasserttheessentialconnectionbetweenthefreedomof
inquiryrequiredbyscienceandtheconditionofopenandrangingfreedomthatdefines
democraticpoliticsatlarge. 66EchoingDewey,aswellasthe moredistantechoesthat
DeweyattributedtoBacon,theorganizerssetforthseveralguidingprinciplesofthe
conference,includingthefollowing:
• Thescientificspiritisinessencethemodernsearchfortruth;
• Thedemocraticfaithisinessencethebel iefthathumanresourcesmay
becomeadequateforhumanneedswhereverfreedomofinquiryexists
andcooperativetechniquesaredeveloped
• Thescientificspiritisdependentuponthedemocraticfaithinthesense
thatsciencecannotdevelopintoaninstrumen tforhumanwelfare
exceptinanatmosphereoffreedom. 67
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Sciencerequiresdemocracyinordertofullyengageinthesearchfortruthwithout
obstructionfromauthoritariansources;democracyrequiressciencetotheextentthat
citizensmustbeaffordedeve ryopportunityformaterialadvancement,aswellas
equippedwiththetoolsofdiscernmentprovidedbyscientificinquiry,ultimatelywithan
aimtomakingthemcapableofthinkingandinteractingbyemployingthesame
methodologicalapproachasscientists .Thus,anotherprincipleaffirmedbythe
conferenceholdsthat“whenthedemocraticfaithbecomespracticetheresultingprocess
isoneinwhichallpolicy -makingisanaffairofparticipation.Policieswhichneedtobe
‘livedout,’decisionswhichseek torepresenttheexperienceofthepeople,mustbe
derivedfromtheparticipatingknowledgeandexperienceofthepeople.” 68
HoraceM.Kallenechoestheseprinciplesinhisspiritedattackon
authoritarianismandadefenseofthescientificenterpriseand itsessentialconnectionto
thedemocraticfaith.Likedemocracy,sciencethrivesonfreeinquiryandimpliesthe
equalityofallreasonableparticipants:
Thesciencesarepreeminentlythefieldsoffreethought.Noidea,no
hypothesis,notechniquetha ttheyconsiderisadmittedtoaprivileged
status.Noneisexemptfromthecompetitionofalternatives.Noneis
deniedthecooperationofitscompetitorsinthetestsofitsvalidity.None
entersthefieldasatruthrevealed,self -evident,beyondthe challengeof
doubt,beyondtheproofsofinquiry. 69
ForKallen,asforDewey,thephrases“scientificspirit”and“democraticfaith”overlapto
thepointofbeingindistinguishable:both“conveyanidenticalattitudeindifferentbut
interactingundertaki ngsofthehumanenterprise.” 70Fromtheanti -foundational,
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pragmaticpointofview,allcertainties –whetherinnaturalsciencesorpolitics –arein
factmerelyapparent,andmustbesubjecttorevisionandpotentialrejectionbyunceasing
inquiryandi nvestigation.Allbeliefsareprovisional,and“faiths”thatmaintain
certaintiesaretobeexposedanddismissedasformsof“spiritualfascism.” 71Kallen’s
certaintyontheprogressivenatureofuncertaintyderivesfromhisdemocraticfaith,the
belief thatopeninquiryinthepoliticalandscientificrealmswillbeforevermutually
supportiveinimprovinghumanity’scondition,andthatalldemocraticcitizenscanbe
broughttoalevelofsufficientsophisticationandinteresttoemploythemethodsof
scienceintheirownformulationsofpublicpolicy.
Thisbeliefwasfullysharedbythepracticingscientistswhoparticipatedinthe
conference,severalofwhomstronglyendorsedthis“democraticfaith”andwhoviewed
thefullflourishingofscienceasaff ordingtheopportunitytomovehumanitytoa
conditionthatwouldjustifythisinitialfaithintheiruniversalcapacities.Onescientist –
AlfredMirsky,anAssociateMemberoftheRockefellerInstituteforMedicalResearch –
distinguishedbetween“those peoplewhodonothavethedemocraticfaith”andthuswho
shared“averylowopinionofhumannature”(herequoting,asanexample,Alexander
Hamilton),andthosepeople“whodohavethedemocraticfaith”madepossiblebya
“moreoptimisticpointofview towardshumannature.” 72
Todemonstratethatthismore“optimistic”faithinhumanityiswarranted,Mirsky
launchedintoalengthyanalogydrawnfromhiscloseexperiencewithlaboratoryrats.
Henotedthatratswhichareill -treated –keptindirtycage sandnotfedorhandled
sufficiently –arewildanduncontrollable.Bycontrast,thoseratsthatarekeptcleanand
well-fedaremildandgentle.“Petting”andencouraginglaboratoryratsbecome
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accustomedtotheir“caretakers”isessentialinthisproc essof“gentling.” 73Tofurther
demonstratehispoint,hedescribedthatill -treatedratsdiedwithhighfrequencywiththe
removaloftheparathyroidgland,whereas“gentled”ratssurvivedtheoperationata
muchhigherrates.Mirskyconcludedthatthis comparisonrevealedthecentral
importanceofconditioningandpointedtoitspromiseintherealmofgenetic
experimentation.Inhisperoration,hedrewanexplicitcomparisonbetweenthemore
docilemannerandbetterphysicalhealthofwell -treatedrats tohumanbeings,callingfor
humanstobetreatedinasimilarmanner:“Ithinkweknowenoughtosaythatifman
weretreatedthewaytheseratshavebeeninthelaboratory,then…therearegood
groundsforthedemocraticfaith;inotherwords,forthe faiththattherearesomegood
potentialitiesinordinaryhumanbeings.” 74Whileonecanhardlygainsaythebenefitsof
greaterhealth –particularlynecessaryforlaboratoryanimalsinordertosurvive
experimentalsurgery(apointwhichgivespausewhen Mirskyopinesthat“manshould
bestudiedinlaboratoriesmuchmorethanheis”) –onewondersif“gentling”isthe
highestdemocraticvirtuethatsciencecanoffertohumanity,andwhetherthosepurported
“democratic”virtuesofunceasinginquiryandpar ticipation –emphasizedinthevolume
byKallen –areaidedbytheexperimentalsupportof“responsible”scientistswhocount
themselvesamongthedemocraticfaithful.
Mirsky’svisionofsciencethatprovidesthemeansoftransforminghumansinto
moresui tabledemocraticcitizensisnotacuriousexceptionamongthescientific
participantsattheconference,butaviewsharedbyseveralothers(allspeciallyselected
fortheoccasion),includingRichardM.Brickner,anAssociateProfessorofClinical
NeurologyattheCollegeofPhysiciansandSurgeons.Bricknerdescribedhisdiscovery
28
asapracticingpsychoanalystthatnumerousapparently“normal”patientshave
extraordinarily“primitive”qualities,including“deathwishesandhatredsandurgesto
aggression.”75 Psychotherapybringsthesehiddenpathologiestolight,and,while
Bricknerdidnotcontendthattheseaggressionscanbealleviated,hearguedthatthe
awarenessoftheirexistencetherebyalertspeopletotheimperativetoavoidactingupon
them.EchoingthesentimentsofAlbertMirsky,Bricknerstatedthat“itdoesseemto
clearthingsuptoknowwhatisbotheringyouisthatyouarethesameasalionoradog
oranungentleableratinsomeways.” Heconcluded:“Peoplegetbetter,theygethap pier,
whentheyhavebeenthroughsuchacourseofeducation.” 76
AgainechoingMirsky,Bricknerarguedthatresponsiblescientistscanoffertheir
expertisetoimprovedemocraticconditions.Specifically,Bricknerproposedtoprevent
theonsetofadolesce ntdisillusionmentbyforestallingtheinitialimplantationofillusions
inyoungchildren.Heinsistedthatheandotherscientistsshould“teachsomeofthe
principleswefindusefulinadultpsychotherapytochildrenasasortofprophylactic
psychotherapy.”77AsMirskysuggested,wildratscannotbeeasily“gentled,”but
laboratoryrats,bredincaptivity,andtreatedproperly,canbeconditionedtobegentleif
onebeginsfromthepointofbirth.Similarly,“wild”humanscanonlywithdifficultybe
“gentled”bymeansofextensivepsychiatricintervention;bettertoavoidthiseventuality
bybeginninggentlingtreatmentfromaveryyoungage.AsMirskyargued,“genetically,
[thegentledrat]isquiteadifferentanimal.Hisinherentgerm -plasmorwha teveryou
caretocallitisdifferentfromthatofthe[wild]rats,anditreallyisimpossibletogentle
hisvarietyofrat.” 78
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Theseproposed“democratic”applicationsofscienceappeartobealongway
fromBacon’sbeliefthatscienceallowedthereali zationoftheprouddeclarationthat
humansare “notanimalsontheirhindlegs,butmortalgods.”Yet,iftheseexpressions
ofdemocraticscienceappeartoreducehumanitytothelevelof“mere”animals –
laboratoryrats –itsaimisultimatelyconsiste ntwithBacon’sbeliefthatpurely material
amelioration,bymeansofinquiryintopurely natural phenomenon,wastheroutetoa
newformofdivination(afterall,MirskyandBricknereachspeakofthe“gentled”ratas
asignalimprovementoveritsnatural ly“wild”alternative,andMirskypointstothe
possibilityofgeneticimprovementofthespecies).Thelinkageofthisaimtoararified
democraticfaithmakesexplicittheattempttouniversalizethisoutcomeforallcitizens,
tomakecommonthetransfo rmationofimperfectcreaturesinto –inRorty’swords –“a
moreevolvedformofhumanity,”madepossiblebythe“principlemeans”of
democracy.79
PerilousFaith
Suchthinkersarebothkeenlyawareofthedangersof“faith,”ontheonehand –
particularly areligiousfaith –and,ontheotherhand,thepoliticalpitfallsoffaithlessness.
Faithisbothdangerouslyabsolutistintheoneguise(especiallyreligiousfaith),and
regardedasarequirementinordertomaintainbeliefinafullydemocraticfuture (a
“democraticfaith”).The“democraticfaithful,”however,arestrikinglyunwillingto
considerthepotentialdangersoftheirown“absolutism”evenastheyexhibitfierce
suspicionaboutanyother“absolutist”claims,especiallyanyformsof“absoluti st”faith
30
inthedivinethatmay,infact,offermoreresourcesfortheresistanceofhubrisandthe
possibilityoftruehumilitythanthat“democraticfaith”whichtheyembrace.
Particularlybecauseof“progressivist”assumptionsthatunderliepragmatic belief
inthe“democraticfaith” –assumptionsaboutthepositiveresultsoftechnological
developmentsthatareunderstoodtoincreasehumanpossibilitiesofcommunicationand
“intelligence,”rangingfromDewey’sfaithinthepromiseofthelocomotivean d
telegraphtoBenjaminR.Barber’sfaithinthepromiseoftheincipientinternet –the
“democraticfaithful”areoftenkeenlyunawareof“unintendedconsequences”thatmay,
andoftendo,accompanythese“developments.” 80Such“unintendedconsequences”ma y
underminewhatarearguablynecessaryfeaturesofdemocracy(suchasthecivictrustthat
maybeunderminedasaresultofthe“advances”intransportationandcommunication,an
effectoftenattributedtotheanomiclifestylethathasresultedfromanau tomobileand
internetculture),ormayneglectthenecessaryconditionsofadecenthumanlifelivedin
concert,ratherthanincompetition,withnature.
Oneseesevidenceofsuchoverconfidenceinthemethodologyofscience
throughoutDewey’swork.Not inghisindebtednesstoFrancisBacon,Deweywrotethat
“scientificlawsdonotlieonthesurfaceofnature.Theyarehidden,andmustbewrested
fromnaturebyanactiveandelaboratetechniqueofinquiry.” 81Thejobofthemodern,
andespeciallymodern science –arealmofinquirythatextendstothehumansciences
(suchaspoliticalscience)aswellastothenaturalsciences –istoextractthesecretsof
naturebywhatevermeanspossible,evenifthesemethodsattimesevokeominous
overtonesanddis turbingconsequences.AgainechoingBacon,Deweyrevealedthe
severitywithwhichthemodernscientistmustapproachhistask:
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[he]mustforcetheapparentfactsofnatureintoformsdifferenttothosein
whichtheyfamiliarlypresentthemselves;andthus makethemtellthe
truthaboutthemselves, astorturemaycompelanunwillingwitnessto
revealwhathehasbeenconcealing .82
Becausetechnologyisseenaswhollyintheserviceofdemocraticends,oneoftenseesin
Dewey’sworkablitheunwillingnessto acknowledgethewaystechnologiesmayinfact
serveendsthatare,inthefirstinstance,anti -democratic,andbeyond,hostiletohuman
andnaturalecology.ItisatleastcuriousthatDeweyshouldhaveputsomuchfaithin
thecompatibilityofscientific progressanddemocracy –havinglivedthroughdecadesin
whichAmericansocialsciencedemonstratedhow“science”couldberenderedaltogether
hostiletodemocratic“faith” –andfinallyironicinasmuchasitwouldbeDewey’sown
faithtowhichthesocia lscientistswouldappealasawayoflimitingtheimplicationsof
theirscience. 83
Moreover,reflectedintheembraceofinfinitelyrevisable“warrantedassertions”
andoverweeningconfidenceintheexperimentalapproachtoallquestionsofpublic
policy isablitheoversightoftheformsofirreplaceablenaturalandhumancoststhat
such“experimentation”mayanddoesentail.Onecanreasonablystipulatethata
significantportionof“experimentation”isdonetodayinordertorelievehumanityand
thegl obalecologyofthenegativeconsequencesofpreviousexperiments –someamong
which,onceimplementedasaremedy,canbereasonablyexpectedtohaveyet
unforeseennegativeconsequences –justasprojectsthatarespeculativelybeing
undertakento“reli evethehumanestate”willinalllikelihoodthemselvesresultinfurther
unforeseennegativeconsequencesinonedomainevenastheyamelioratethehuman
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conditioninanother. 84Becauseallsetbacksareinfactconstructivefromanexperimental
viewpoint,andallconsequencesthatresultfromprogressallowforfurtherimprovement,
intheworldviewofthedemocraticfaithfulthereislittleornoawarenessofhumanand
naturalimplicationsofnegativecosts,thelimitationsimposedby“pathdependency,”an d
theintractablenessoftragedy.The“democraticfaithful”evinceanunwillingness,or
inability,toseenegativeconsequencesofassumptionsthatunderlietheembraceof
materialandmoral“progress”aspartofthedemocraticfaith.
Thisreflectsawi derinabilitytoacknowledgethepresenceoftragedyembedded
indemocraticoverconfidence –anacknowledgementthatcanmakeavoidanceoftragic
consequencesmorelikely. 85RichardRorty,forone,speaksofmodernbeliefinreligion
and“truth”asaform of“poetry,”yetisstrikinglyincapableofdiscerningthecautionary
lessonsfromevenpoetrythatheotherwiseembraces.Forexample,echoingsentiments
inEmerson’s“AmericanScholar”address,Rortycontraststhetiredmetaphysical
philosophyofEurope withthe“newmetaphysic”ofdemocracyintheNewWorld:
JustasMarkTwainwasconvincedthateverythingbadinEuropeanlife
andsocietycouldbecorrectedbyadoptingAmericanattitudesand
customswhichisConnecticutYankeebroughttoKingArthur’sC ourt,so
Deweywasconvincedthateverythingthatwaswrongwithtraditional
Europeanphilosophywastheresultofclingingtoaworldpicturewhich
arosewithin,andmettheneedsof,aninegalitariansociety. 86
Thisis,tosaytheleast,asurprisingunde rstandingofTwain’snovelfromaprofessorof
ComparativeLiteratureatStanfordUniversity.WhileitistruethatHankMorgan,the
“Yankee,”skewersaristocraticandreligioustraditionsinmedievalEngland,bytheend
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ofthenovelheprovestobemore brutalandmurderousthantheknightsheridicules.
UsingthetechnologiesoftheGatlinggun,modernexplosives,andelectricitygenerated
fromcoal,hesucceedsinkillingthirty -thousandofArthur’sknights,andintheprocess
defeatshimselfashean dhisbandofmodernistalliessuccumbtothepestilencethatthe
piledcorpsescreate.Twain’snovelhardlystandsasamoralitytaleaboutthecorrupt
evilsofEuropeopposedtothedecenciesofAmerica,butrather –inadditiontoderiding
theinequali tiesofEnglisharistocraticsociety –evenmorefiercelycondemnsthesmug
superiorityofAmericanoptimismthatrefusestoseethewaysthatitsowndemocratic
faithbothoverlooks,andmayitselfcontain,seedsofinescapablehumantragedyand
cruelty. Inlightofthisoversight,Rorty’ssympathyforan“Americanizedhumanity”is
allthemorealarming. 87
“DemocraticFaith”appropriatelyreflectsaversionofwhatphilosopherMichael
Oakeshottcalled“ThePoliticsofFaith” –aformofpolitical“faith” notableforthe
“absenceofdoubt”aboutitself,anunscrupulousbelief“intheredemptionofmankindin
historyandbyhumaneffort”aimedatthe“perfectionofmankind”andinformedbya
kindof“cosmicoptimism.” 88Oakeshottcontrastedthisformofpoli ticswith“the
PoliticsofScepticism,”apoliticsconductedundertheassumptionthathumankindisnot
capableofitsownperfection,onenotablefor“prudentdiffidence”ratherthan“radical
doubt,”onehesitantabouttheclaimsofpoliticalruleandwar yofdespotismcreatedin
thenameofprogressor“thepeople.” 89
WhatisstrikinginOakeshott’sformulationistheextenttowhichthosewho
maintainthe“PoliticsofFaith”almostunanimouslyattack“faith”initsreligiousform
(suchasMachiavellian dBacon –or,byextension,DeweyandRorty),whereasthose
34
whomOakeshottidentifiesasmaintaining“thePoliticsofScepticism”includereligiously
“faithful”thinkerssuchasAugustine,Pascal,andTocqueville. 90Whereasapragmatic
formoffaith,notab ly“democraticfaith,”securesbeliefinaneverimprovingfuture,the
“politicsofskepticism”isreinforcedbytheinitialembraceoffaithinredemptionbeyond
thewhollyhumanorpoliticalthatisinturnaccompaniedbyinsistenceuponhumilityand
circumspection.Democracymay,intheend,requirefaithinsomeform,butitremains
contestablewhetherthe“democraticfaith”ofpragmatismisfinallytheformoffaiththat
bestservesthecauseandprospectsofdemocracy.
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